Pathophysiology of the periparturient egg rise in sheep: the role of prolactin.
The involvement of prolactin in the periparturient rise in the faecal nematode egg count in sheep was investigated. Ostertagia circumcincta larvae (5000 third stage larvae three times weekly) were administered to adult immune ewes from three weeks before parturition to three weeks afterwards. Ten ewes were injected twice daily with 2-bromo-alpha-ergocryptine (bromocriptine), an antagonist of prolactin secretion, for two weeks starting two days after lambing while 10 ewes remained untreated. Bromocriptine treatment was initiated approximately two weeks pre partum in three other ewes. Plasma pepsinogen concentrations rose significantly by one week after the start of O circumcincta larval challenge in all the ewes but faecal egg counts remained negative until approximately one week post partum. Plasma prolactin concentration was reduced to a very low level in all bromocriptine treated ewes but this did not alter the dynamics of the periparturient rise in faecal egg counts. Neither cell-mediated nor humoral immunity of the ewes, as assessed by their sensitivity to BCG inoculation and by antibody titre raised against horse red blood cells, respectively, were impaired during the rise in faecal egg count, nor were these parameters altered by manipulation of plasma prolactin concentration. Lamb growth rate was not retarded by low plasma prolactin concentration in the bromocriptine treated ewes. These results are not consistent with the generally held hypothesis that elevated plasma prolactin concentration is directly associated with the periparturient rise.